
ANCESTRY OF THE CAT
Tabby an Animal of Mixed Blood—Egyptian Wild Cat Probably First Domesticated

and Has Crossed with Other Cats in Many Lands to Which
It Was Taken by the Phoenicians

ALTHOUGH the popular opinion
/ \ supposes the house cat to be

JL 3L simply a domesticated European
wildcat (Felis catus), which form-

erly inhabited all of Britain and ranged
over the continent from Greece to
Scandinavia, it seems probable that
"tabby" cannot trace its descent
entirely from one wild species. The
breeding, selection and domestication of
the cat have been the object of much
thought for thousands of years.

The probable ancestor of most domes-
tic cats is a yellowish cat with tiger
stripes, Felis libyca, which still roams
about Northeastern Africa, hunting
mostly at night and living in holes dug
by other animals.1 The African cat is
but slightly larger than the domestic
cat, and often marked quite similarly,
although the coloring is usually lighter
and more tiger-like than that of the
" tabby." There is no more differentia-
tion, however, than often appears be-
tween house cats living in the same
block of a city street.

Some thousands of years before the
advent of the Christian era, Egypt was
a land of storehouses overflowing with
the rich produce of the fertile Nile
valley. Rats and other rodents found
no food so available and no shelter so
safe as that furnished by the Egyptian
granaries. It is probable that the first
attempts at domestication of the cat
occurred when specimens of Felis libyca,
which abounded in the region, were
caught and locked up in the grain
houses to catch vermin.

Appreciating the importance of such
a protection to the produce of the land,
the wily priests soon established the

cat as a sacred animal, which was to
receive every attention from the totemis-
tic inhabitants. Temples sprang up in
honor of the cat-goddess Pasht, from
whose name some think the word
"puss" is derived, and cats were
mummified with as much ceremony as
were men and women. The members
of a family which lost a cat by death
shaved their eyebrows and went into
deep mourning. A cemetery was re-
cently discovered at Bubastis which
yielded several hundred thousand cat
mummies, many of them preserved
with elaborate care. The present in-
habitants of the country took sufficient
interest in the feline remains to dispose
of them as fertilizer at $15 per ton.

Perhaps the next nation to become
interested in the newly domesticated
animal was Phoenicia. The hardy sea-
farers must have been greatly troubled
with rats aboard their ships, and found
the cats a help in protecting the pantry.
In their travels the Phoenicians evi-
dently took the Egyptian cats to all
parts of the then known world, so that
many species of wildcats now existing
along the Phoenician trade route are
believed to be the feral descendants,
either direct or crossed with indigenous
cats of the locality, of the Phoenician
rat-killers.

The Greeks probably had no cats.
The ailuros which they kept on board
their ships for killing rats seems to have
been the white-breasted martin
(Mustela), although the word "ca t" is
frequently though erroneously used in
translating the Greek term. But the
Romans evidently possessed them, and
it is probable that from Rome they

1 This cat is also known under the names of F. caffra, F. obscura, F. nigripes, F. maniculala,
F. pulchella, F. chaus, F. caligata, F. margartla, F. inamspicua, Chaus coffer, Leopardusinconspicuus,
etc. The above names are sometimes applied to other cats than the Egyptian wildcat, but since
all the small wildcats interbreed freely, it is difficult to draw any line in nomenclature. The
house cat passes everywhere under the name of F. domestica.
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THE ANCESTOR OF THE HOUSE CAT
Although the common house-cat of Europe and America is very much of a mongrel, its
pedigree can always be traced back to a wild African cat, a specimen of which is shown above.
This one, which is only half-grown, was kept as a pet by natives of the northeastern Uele
district, Belgian Congo, and was photographed by Herbert O. Lang, of the Congo Expedition,
American Museum of Natural History (New York City). It is supposed that this species
was first domesticated by the Egyptians and then secured by the Phoenicians, who are
thought to have taken it with them on their travels and thus dispersed it very widely.
(Fig. 8.)

were carried northward. As soon as
the domestic breed became established
in Europe it began to cross and still
does cross freely with the European
wildcat (Felts caius). It is probable
that the cat was brought by the Romans
to Britain some time before the fifth
century, although the first mention of
its existence occurs in the laws of the
Welsh prince Howel Dhu, which were
enacted about the middle of the tenth
century. It seems possible that the
European wildcat and Egyptian cat
were of much closer relationship than

has been supposed, since fossil feline
remains found in Britain bear just as
much resemblance to the Egyptian cat
as they do to the native wildcat of the
present day.

From the crossing of the imported
Roman cats and the British wild cat
evidently resulted the modern "tabby."
But the Angora comes from another
source. Just what this source was is
not positively known, but it seems prob-
able that a cat of Central Asia
(F. manul), popularly known as Pallas'
cat,2 is the ancestor of the Angora and

1 Peter Simon Pallas, 1741-1811, was a German by birth and parentage, but did practically
all his notable work in Russia and is hence often classed as a Russian naturalist. He was the son
of a surgeon in the Prussian Army and himself studied medicine, but early developed a bent for
natural history and at 23 years of age was made a foreign member of the Royal Society. By
personal invitation from the empress, Catharine II, he occupied the chair of Natural History at
the Imperial Academy of Science in St. Petersburg. He spent a year in England studying geologic
conditions there, and was then appointed naturalist to a Russian scientific party which made a
trip through Russia and Siberia. During the six-year trip he went by Kasan to the Caspian Sea,
spent some time among the Kalmucks, crossed the Urals to Tobolsk, visited the Altai Mountains,
traced the Irtesh to Kolyvan, went to Tomsk and Yenisei, crossed Lake Baikal, and explored the
frontiers of China. His records of this trip form one of the most interesting chapters in natural
history. He was given a magnificent estate in Crimea by the empress on his return, where he
lived until the death of his second wife, then removing to Berlin, where he spent the last year
of his life.
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Persian breeds of today. Pallas' cat
has long, soft fur of a light whitish-grey
color, and a short ringed tail, and is
slightly smaller than the Egyptian cat.
It may be supposed that careful crossing
and selection lightened the color of the
hair still further, and eliminated the
conspicuous rings from the tail.

In every country to which the
Egyptian cats were taken, crossing
probably took place between the new-
comer and the indigenous cats already
inhabiting the locality. A great number

of variations would thus be continually
produced, and hence the domestic cat
is, properly speaking, not a true species
but a "convergent species" or an
aggregate of crosses between the Egyp-
tian cat carried by the Phoenicians
and the wild cats of every country where
the Egyptian cat was taken. This
accounts in part for the wide variation
to be seen among modern cats. The
rest of the variation seems to be due to
mutations.

But We Are Not Yet Devoid of Hope and Cheer
THE FURTHER EVOLUTION OF MAN,

a study from observed phenomena, by W. Hall
Calvert, M.D. Pp. 324. London and New
York: Fleming H. Revell Co., n.d.

"The palmy days of heredity are
over," says Dr. Calvert. Its "dead
hand" can no longer restrain the pro-
gress of what he calls "genus homo
sapiens." The idea of natural selec-
tion Dr. Calvert has likewise "absolutely
confuted: and it is fortunate for the
race that this awful doctrine has been
destroyed, otherwise the only possible
fate of man was one of despair and
devoid of hope and cheer."

But Dr. Calvert (who owes many of
his ideas to "association with the fine
intellectual vigor and acumen of the
minds of the Shakespeare Club of
Melrose") is not the man to tear down
a noisome hovel without erecting in its
place a splendid temple, four-square to
all the winds that blow. He recognizes
that there must be some check on the
increase of population; what is it if not
natural selection ? What else but ' ' Pau-
lin's law of the cannibal habit of the
male"? The reason that the numbers
of a species do not perceptibly increase
is because the father eats the surplus
offspring as fast as they are produced.
This accounts for the stability of
species among the carnivora and also,
Dr. Calvert declares, in that class of
animals which shortsighted naturalists
have been calling herbivora; but it does
not apply to "genus homo sapiens;"
and the author takes this occasion to
point out to men of so-called science

the folly of trying, as they do, to make
one explanation fit too many cases.
The check on increase of human popula-
tion is something quite different,namely,
the supposed fact that a man does not
marry if he is out of a job.

So much for the "now exploded
hypothesis" of Darwin and Malthus.
It follows that the "survival of the
fittest" is a delusion; instead there is
the "survival of the average," due to
the supposed swamping effects of sexual
reproduction on any new character.
All that an animal inherits is the general
species-heredity; everything else is due
to the environment. It passes belief
that professed scientists should have
failed to recognize the importance of
the environment, when "all the religious
bodies of the world understand the
power which environment gives them
in maintaining and increasing the num-
bers of their respective creeds''!

From this point "we are carried
back, through the force of pure reason,
to the argument of design, having its
origin in a great First Cause, which
alone has given laws to matter, method
to the universe, and life upon the
earth."

The progress of science requires that
all its doctrines, such as natural selec-
tion, should receive constantly the
most severe criticism possible. But it
is rarely nowadays that a reputable
publishing house issues a treatise on
evolution by a man who knows as little
about evolution as does Dr. Calvert.


